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00:00:21 
Punchada 
 
Good morning. 
 
00:00:22 
Kaset 
 
Good morning. 
 
00:00:23 
Punchada 
 
Today, we speak with Air Chief Marshal Kaset Rojananil, who was the Supreme 
Commander of the Royal Thai Armed Forces and the Commander of the Royal Thai Air 
Force. 
 
Would you please tell us about your childhood? What did you study? Prior to joining 
military school, what was your overall impression of the Academy and of life in the 
military?  
 
00:00:50 
Kaset 
 
I was born in Saraburi Province, about 100 kilometres north of Bangkok. My primary 
education was at the Saraburi Provincial School. Then, I studied at the Trium Udom School, 
Phaya Thai for my secondary education. I spent a year as a pre-med student at 
Chulalongkorn University before deciding to enroll at the Air Force academy. I wanted to 
be a pilot because, at the time, there was an airport in Saraburi Province where the air 
force base was situated. I was also interested in aviation, so I decided to take an 
examination at the Air Force Academy. I joined the force out of personal preference, and 
because my friends asked me to. I took the examination, which was a requirement for 
students who had already completed secondary school or “Mor Eight” at the time. I ended 
up passing the exam and became an airman in 1953. I graduated from the Air Force 
Academy, and finished Air Tactical School in 1958.  
 
00:02:20 
Punchada 
 
Why did you study medicine at first?  
 
00:02:22 
Kaset 
 
That was because my parents wanted me to be a doctor.  
 
00:02:26 
Punchada 
 
I see.  
 
00:02:28 
Kaset 
 
But I felt indifferent about becoming a doctor. For me, I saw pilots and I wanted to be a 
pilot.  
 
00:02:35 
Punchada 
 
So, that’s why you suddenly transferred from being a pre-med student to study at the Air 
Force Academy? How was the academy when you first entered?  
 
00:02:42 
Kaset 
 
I was never enrolled into a military prep school since they only accepted those who had 
completed Mor Eight at the time, so I just studied aviation for five years. After finishing at 
the Air Force school, I continued my higher air-force studies at the Squadron Officer School 
(SOS), the Royal Thai Air Force College, and the National Defence College of Thailand.  
 
00:03:08 
Punchada 
 
When you were at the Air Force Academy, did you take on a leadership role, or were you 
nominated by your friends to be a leader?  
 
00:03:17 
Kaset 
 
I had been a cadet commander since the second year of school. 
 
00:03:23 
Punchada 
 
What was the role of the cadet commander?  
 
00:03:26 
Kaset 
 
They took care of junior students and led their company or platoon.  
 
00:03:33 
Punchada 
 
When you were at the Air Force Academy, which was when you really began your career as 
a soldier, were you able to apply the things you learned when you were a cadet 
commander, whether leading junior students, or as a senior, to your career? 
 
00:03:50 
Kaset 
 
The experiences I had helped me to develop and create ideas. They were important to my 
personal development and the advancement of my role in the Air Force as well. Once I 
become a civil servant, I kept progressing on my career path, starting as a Wing 
Commander, Group Captain, to the most important position as Chief of Staff of the Air 
Force. Then, I became the Commander-in-Chief of the Royal Thai Air Force, and then the 
Supreme Commander of the Royal Thai Armed Forces.  
 
00:04:22 
Punchada 
 
As a leader whose role was to take care and monitor your subordinates, what was your 
approach?  
 
00:04:31 
Kaset 
 
I was a Wing Commander. The position allowed me to gain a lot of experience because 
being the commander was like having a small air force troop. You had to take care of 
everything in your troop. Back then, I was commanding Wing Two, which was a fighter 
unit, then I moved to Wing Six – a transport aviation unit, and then moved to delivery, 
personnel, maintenance, Deputy Commander, and Commander-in-Chief.  
 
00:05:01 
Punchada 
 
That means you were a pilot the whole time?  
 
00:05:05 
Kaset 
 
Yes, I used to be a fighter pilot, deployed in the Korean War, the Vietnam War, and then I 
became a transport pilot.  
 
00:05.12 
Punchada 
 
As a pilot, you must have been a very sharp decision maker, right?  
 
00:05.19 
Kaset 
 
Being a pilot requires many qualities. First of all: physical fitness. Your body needs to be 
healthy so it can operate effectively. Psychology tests are necessary too, as pilots in the Air 
Force must be fighter pilots from the beginning. Fighter pilots need a lot of patience and the 
ability to handle nerves to control their aircraft in battle drills. Pilot training is, in a way, an 
art. Aviation is a mixture of art and science, because you need to know everything about 
aviation, and also wind patterns, the weather, and things of that nature. Succeeding in the 
Air Force comes after being a pilot. That’s the attitude required to become a leader in the 
Air Force.  
  
00:06:09 
Punchada 
 
As a fighter pilot, were you ever deployed during times of war?  
 
00:06:16 
Kaset 
 
When I was a fighter pilot, there was no war. I just used to fly F-84s and F-86s. However, by 
the time I flew the F-84s, I had had the chance to train with other squadrons from the 
United States of America in the Philippines, for instance - squadron “Thunders“. I didn’t 
have real war experience until I participated in the Vietnam War. In the war, I flew 
transport aircraft, but the real mission was to drop supplies to our allies, which were being 
surrounded by the Viet Cong. I needed to fly at very low altitudes, to drop supplies of food 
and various items. Pilots were often shot down, but fortunately I wasn’t. I was hit. My 
aircraft was full of bullet holes. That earned me a certificate. Those who were gunned down 
received Silver Star awards.  
 
00:07:14 
Punchada 
 
You were able to avoid and escape the gunfire?  
 
00:07:16 
Kaset 
 
Aptitude was needed. In the Vietnam War, although I was in the transport unit, it was still 
tough because we had to supply the areas that were being seized by the Viet Cong.  
 
00:07:29 
Punchada 
 
Was it necessary for those who trained to be pilots to learn about leadership as well?  
 
00:07:37 
Kaset 
 
Yes, the academy also teaches about leadership. Actually, no matter where you study, 
schools will teach you about leadership. For example, in Air Force Command and Staff 
College and Air Force War College, management and leadership skills are taught. At the 
National Defence College, students were encouraged to learn in order to help develop the 
country. At this college, most students are adults, including civil servants who needed such 
knowledge. Anyone can join us.  
 
00:08.08 
Punchada 
 
Many have said that to become the Commander-in-Chief, it requires the experience of being 
a military attaché in many countries. You have never been a diplomat or attaché overseas. 
What do you think were the factors that allowed you to become an Air Force commander 
without that experience?  
 
00:08:29 
Kaset 
 
Actually, I had experience working with the allied forces. Being a pilot in the Korean War 
allowed me to have the chance to work with the USA (United States of America) and Japan. 
In the Vietnam War, I worked with the USA and Vietnam as well. I’d say that was quite an 
experience. Back then, I was just a Flight Lieutenant. Then, I was promoted to Group 
Captain because I had broadened my experience to a certain extent. I didn’t become the 
Assistant Air Attaché because I gave up my chance. Back then, at the time of the selection, I 
was Deputy Director, that means a soon-to-be Admiral, so I gave up the chance.  
 
Apart from joining the Korean and Vietnam wars, I went to the US to study to be an 
academic instructor at the Squadron Officer School at the Air University based in Maxwell, 
Air Force Base, Alabama. I also studied Air Warfare, which was used in Southeast Asia. 
Those were my experiences overseas. That helped me to progress without having had an 
official diplomatic role.  
 
00:10:13 
Punchada 
 
For today’s military officers, do you think being a deputy attaché abroad is necessary for 
leadership development, in order to lead the Air Force?  
 
00:10:25 
Kaset 
 
It can help, but the selection of Deputy Air Attaché must be done deliberately and 
exclusively by the committee, especially for the selection of the Air Force Director-in-Chief. 
This selection requires airmen who are in the position of Group Captains or its equivalent. 
They must be capable, come from a good background, and be free of any problems. The 
best candidate will be chosen to serve whichever country they are most suited for. Being a 
military attaché is a good opportunity to gain connections with other foreign military 
attachés, and to get to know the cultures of other countries in which you will be stationed. 
This is part of increasing military officers’ experience. However, to become a leader, they 
would still need to go through many things. Whether they are attachés or not, anyone can 
go study abroad since the Air Force provides many scholarships to Germany, England, 
Japan, Korea, and so on. Most of the current students now have a Master’s degree.  
 
00:11:51 
Punchada 
 
Given what you said about studying or training in military schools abroad, do you think this 
is important for military officers, especially for airmen, to improve their leadership skills 
before returning to work for the country?  
 
00:12:07 
Kaset 
 
It’s part of it, because studying abroad in developed countries like the United States or 
Germany, can give you a lot of different experiences. You can learn about that country, why 
it’s become so developed, better understand them in terms of democratic principles, and 
their weapons development programmes, etcetera. You can take the chance to study as 
well as take study trips. This is so useful for students who study abroad, especially for 
adults. They have a chance to visit many countries to observe their air force units. When I 
was Chief of the Air Force or Commander-in-Chief, I visited almost every country. I could 
see their advances and systems as well as traditions, which we learn from to develop or 
make our own country better. So, going abroad is part of it.  
 
00:13:07 
Punchada 
 
Let’s fast-forward to the time when you became the Commander-in-Chief. At that time, 
what were your ideas and mottos to lead your subordinates, to keep them in line?  
  
00:13:29 
Kaset 
 
Well, I took care of the Air Force as if they were my family. They were like my brothers, 
sons or grandsons. Under my command, lots of things were changed, particularly the 
military equipment. First of all, I ordered more weapons; for example, warplanes – F16 and 
L39 fighters, and transport planes like the C-130. When I was the Commander-in-Chief, the 
Air Force bought as many as eight aircraft. Simulated flight instructors were also procured 
which are used to train pilots. I also procured royal helicopters. Those were considered 
weapon developments.  
 
For manpower development, I aimed to provide our airmen with the best education I could 
give them, in order to improve their military administration, become good commanders, 
and develop strong leadership. So, our schools provided those courses at all levels, such as 
the Squadron Officer School, Command and Staff School, and the Royal Thai Air Force 
College, etcetera. These schools were the centre for those who wanted to become leaders of 
the Air Force. At least in terms of welfare and support, we did as well as we could.   
 
We lived happily. When I was in command, I used to visit all of my subordinates in every 
unit, even in the mountains or remote areas. We loved one another and were united. I think 
at that time when I was the Commander-in Chief, the Air Force was at its strongest.  
 
00:15:35 
Punchada 
 
During your command, was there a time when your decision had a considerable impact on 
national security? What had the greatest impact?  
 
00:15:47 
Kaset 
 
Well, the circumstances weren’t as important as the fact that the force was there for the 
security of the nation. For instance, the suppression of Communist terrorists. As the Air 
Force, we were not only providing support in the fight against terrorists, but we were also 
the main unit.  
 
Let’s talk about politics a little bit. In the coup d’etat in 1990, the Air Force was the main 
unit conducting the coup. We tried hard to strengthen national security. However, since I 
didn’t come from the Chulachomklao Royal Military Academy, but from the Air Force 
Academy, I had a different point of view from those of the Military Academy.  
 
Naturally, the Air Force is friendly to all sides as we do not want violence. That made our 
troops strong. Another event was the chaos in May 1991, the so-called Black May. The Air 
Force also took part in stopping the chaos. However, we attempted to do the least amount 
of damage we could.  
 
I was the Supreme Commander of the Royal Thai Armed Forces at the time, as well as the 
Commander-in-Chief of the Air Force. I allowed it to end peacefully because we did not 
want violence. For the protesters, after having been defeated, we took care of them very 
well, made them stop, encouraged talks and helped to change their mindsets. 
 
00:17:47 
Punchada 
 
When you were the Commander-in-Chief, did you face any difficulties or obstacles at work?  
 
00:17:54 
Kaset 
 
I must say that we must be self-confident with good interpersonal relationships. We must 
know others and ourselves. I was a Commander-in Chief. If I wanted to fight with the 
Minister of Defence, I had to think carefully. Suppose he is hot, I will be cold. If he’s cold, I’ll 
be hot. That’s a Confucian concept. This applies to any situation, whether it’s for the 
Supreme Commander, Permanent Secretary of Defence, the Commander-in Chief of the Air 
Force, or even of the Navy. I didn’t come from Military Preparatory School. The Army was 
just the Army, the Navy was just the Navy, and the Air Force was just the Air Force. I am an 
airman. They are marines, and army officers. However, we, the three armed-forces, have 
the same goal - which is to work for the nation. That makes us think in the same way. At the 
time, the Army leader was General Suchinda (Kraprayoon), I was the Air Force leader, and 
the Navy was led by General Vichet (Karoonyawanich). We worked closely, and we 
identified and solved the problems of the nation in the same way. Sometimes, we had to 
accept that the Army is the most powerful since it is the biggest force.  
 
00:19:05 
Punchada 
 
Could I ask a question and if you feel uncomfortable answering, you don’t need to answer 
it? For the armed forces abroad, for example in the USA or England where you have visited, 
the military will not involve itself with political affairs. But in Thailand, sometimes the 
military gets involved with politics. You mentioned that in 1991, the military played a great 
role in politics. In your opinion, how different are the duties of the Thai and foreign military 
forces?  
 
00:19:44 
Kaset 
 
They are different since our democracy isn’t a full-fledged one. You have to understand that 
it is the duty of politicians. But when politicians fail to streamline the country, it is hard for 
the country to move forward. There was no other option but for the military to get 
involved. It was important for the development of the country. Parliament also failed, the 
only way we could move forward was by military interference. However, once we got 
involved in politics, we needed to withdraw as soon as everything was settled. Look at 
Prime Minister General Prayut Chan-o-cha. He has been trying to reform many things. If he 
follows his roadmap, he will be praised. If he doesn’t, which means his term will be 
extended for another two years, he will be blamed. In case he fails at the reformation, he 
must take responsibility for it.  
 
What I mean is it depends on politicians. If they did honest work for the nation, there’d be 
no problem. In reality, politicians take sides and are not united. There is also a lot of 
corruption. If the Government could solve these problems and follow the democratic 
process with the King as Head of State, the armed forces wouldn’t need to interfere. Once 
our nation is in harmony, our troops will be like the American or English military, acting 
only as consultants. The main duty is to protect the nation, following the orders of the 
Government. Actually, we did, but the Government failed to control the situation and 
pushed the country into chaos, forcing the armed forces to intervene. There was no way 
out. The Parliament didn’t work either since the majority was held by the ruling party. 
 
00:21:54 
Punchada 
 
When you were the leader or Commander-in-Chief of the Air Force, did you have role 
models?  
 
00:22:05 
Kaset 
 
Most were in the military circle. One of them was General MacArthur. He was in charge of 
World War II in the Pacific area. I watched a documentary about his life. He was respectful 
and a good example to follow. I also admired General Eisenhower, who took care of the 
European region. From the Normandy landing onwards, he helped the Allies win. I was also 
interested in the Axis forces, like Marshal Rommel whom I learned about from his 
biography. He was a decisive person. I’d say German tank troops were the best in the 
world, but he ended up losing in World War II because the USA’s air force was more 
superior. Once the USA joined World War II, both Germany and Japan were defeated.  
 
For Thai soldiers, I deeply respect Field Marshal Plaek Phibunsongkhram. He was the 
Prime Minister and a military officer who brought serious changes to our country. It was 
during his term that our culture became civilised; for instance, banning the chewing of 
betel nuts, a mandate that all men must wear trousers, and so on.  
 
I also like politicians. George Washington was the first US President and he went through 
many difficulties, from the British, French, and Spanish colonies to many civil wars before 
he united America. Later, Abraham Lincoln was the President who abolished slavery. This 
impressed me because in the past, Thailand used to have slavery as well. The USA 
abolished slavery before us. We abolished slavery during the reign of Rama the Fifth. Then 
Winston Churchill – the English Prime Minister who saved England from the attacks by 
Germany. He never gave up. Luckily, the USA joined the war, which helped the British 
survive the crisis during the war. In Asia, I admire Mahatma Gandhi - a non-violent Indian 
leader, who set India free from British rule. Or even Deng Xiaoping, the leader who brought 
China into the modern world. My last, but favourite Asian leader, is Lee Kuan Yew, who led 
Singapore to prosperity in many aspects, at the time when Singapore had just declared 
independence from Malaysia. At that time, Malaysia didn’t like the Chinese and the Indians.  
So, Malaysia forced them – both being good at business - to stay together in Singapore.  
 
00:25:23 
Punchada 
 
Have you ever met any leaders, like Lee Kuan Yew?  
 
00:25:28 
Kaset 
 
I was Supreme Commander after Lee Kuan Yew’s term as Prime Minister. Goh Chok Tong 
was the Prime Minister then. I didn’t know Lee Hsien Loong, his son, because he was too 
young, so to speak, I tried to study Lee Kuan Yew and learn how he led Singapore to 
prosperity. He had a strong leadership style and fought for everything for Singapore since 
the island has limited resources. When the country separated from Malaysia, Singapore had 
to rely on Malaysia for its water supply. Later, he had to do everything to make Singapore 
self-sufficient. Since then, Singapore has become more prosperous. This is a good example 
of a small island that could build itself to prosperity. Not like Thailand, where we have 
more than sixty million people.  
 
00:26:22 
Punchada 
 
Do you have any suggestions for today’s military leaders? To be good leaders, what could 
they learn from leaders of the past?  
 
00:26:35 
Kaset 
 
Any leader must have the appropriate knowledge and ability. We must bear in mind that 
the military unit works to protect the nation, religion, the monarchy and the citizens. They 
should not be obsessed with power or abuse it. As soldiers, we must do everything for the 
nation and the monarchy, which rules our country. The soldiers must think and prepare to 
face and fend off enemies, both foreign and domestic. A leader must know how to think.  
 
00:27:18 
Punchada 
 
Do you have any message for today’s national leaders?  
 
00:27:24 
Kaset 
 
Things might be better after the coup; however, a political leader needs to be honest since, 
in the past, corruption has been rampant. We need to tackle this. The Government needs to 
work honestly and truly work for the nation.  
 
00:27:40 
Punchada 
 
I guess that should be possible. Last question: in your opinion, if Thai politics continues to 
be like this, would it be necessary for the army to interfere in politics to fix the political 
crisis? Do you think it will happen again in the future?  
 
00:28:00 
Kaset 
 
We have to see which political direction the reform will bring the country in the future. 
Would it improve politics? Or would it worsen the situation and leave the problems 
untouched? I really can’t say whether the army would take part in politics in the future or 
not. If the politicians govern the country with sincerity, bring Thailand to prosperity in 
terms of economics, society, and so on, the army would be fine with that. Our forces are just 
like those of developed countries, like the USA and England, which must also report to 
politicians – Presidents or Prime Ministers. We too are like that. When the country has 
peace, the armed forces listen to the Prime Minister since the Prime Minister is regarded as 
the highest commander of all ministries.  
 
00:28:59 
Punchada 
 
In the end, it depends on the politicians, doesn’t it? And the situation too.  
  
00:29:07 
Kaset 
 
We have to see after the reform how the election turns out. What’s the constitution like? If 
these things don’t turn out well, there will definitely be resistance, and we will return to 
chaos again. Everything will simply go into a loop, and the army will need to come out and 
fix it again. We won’t be able to move forward. Thailand has been going backwards for a 
long time. We can see all the Asian nations, though they have problems, Malaysia, for 
instance, perform better than us. Indonesia, too. And Indonesia is more pro-military than 
us. Myanmar also has progressed. You see, how come we, Thailand, are far behind 
Myanmar, Cambodia, and Laos? We have to move forward, but now it is a turning point for 
how our nation will develop in the future.  
 
00:30:00 
Punchada 
 
That’s all for the interview. Thank you very much.  
 
00:30:03 
Kaset 
 
Thank you too!  
 
